Schooner CASCO (1878-1919) 

The article on the BEAR in the Spring BULLETIN brought to the mind of member 
Donald A. New, Galiano Island, memories of another vessel in whose story BEAR 
had an important role to play. In 1919, BEAR rescued the crew of the schooner 
CASCO driven ashore on King Island in the Bering Sea. CASCO herself had an 
interesting and British Columbia-related history that began with her launching in 
1878. From notes made by Mr. New, the following was derived. 


Built for a dentist named Merritt in San Francisco, CASCO was a luxuriously fitted 
out pleasure yacht. Length 94’, 76’ between perpendiculars; beam 25” witha draught of 
12’, she was of mahogany construction and copper fastened. She served Dr. Merritt 
for 10 years before he chartered in 1888 to famous author Robert Louis Stevenson for 
a voyage to the South Pacific for a fee of $500 per month plus crew, equipment and 
provisions. The crew consisted of 3 Fins, 1 Swede and | Chinese cook. The voyage 
began on 28 June, 1888 and CASCO was assisted out past Golden Gate, San Francisco 
Harbour by the tug PELICAN. After stopping at the Marquesas, Nukahiva, Anaho, 
Fakarava Atoll, Tahiti and arriving at Honolulu the week before Christmas, dry rot 
was discovered in the mainmast and CASCO was returned to San Francisco. Her 
career as a pleasure craft continued another three years. 


In 1892 her British Columbia connection began as a sealer for the Victoria Sealing 
_Company. In this role she continued another 20 years, being sold in 1912 to Captain 
August Arnet of Clayoquot, Vancouver Island for $950. Two halibut fishing voyages 
were made that year to Hecate Strait and Dixon Entrance. Between 1912 and 1915 
CASCO passed to Captain J. Sydney Smith, later Mr. Justice Sydney Smith, Judge of 
the Admiralty Court. His plans for her fell through and he left her in the hands of 
Captain W. Watts of Vancouver Shipyards to sell. She lay at moorings in Coal 
Harbour until the Fall of 1915 when she was turned over for safekeeping to the Ist 
Troop B.C. Sea Scouts under Scoutmaster Louis V. Masters, small fruits farmer of 
Lulu Island. The troop did a thorough survey of the shallow waters of the North Arm 
of the Fraser River and found a spot close to the Southeast end of Twigg Island with 
enough depth to float their charge at low tide. She was towed from Coal Harbour 
around the Sandheads Lightship, up the South Arm (main channel) of the Fraser 
River, around the top end of Lulu Island and then downstream to Twigg Island. There 
she was made fast both to anchors upstream and down and also by heavy ropes to 
shore fore and aft. Securely moored, CASCO was thoroughly cleaned inside and out 
by the boys of the troop. 


The Assistant Scoutmaster was Donald A. New who was then on shift work for the 
B.C. Electric Company. He took up residence aboard CASCO, sleeping in one of the 
small cabins and rowing in a skiff to and from the Fraser Street bridge. On Monday 
evening during the winter the skiff was left at the bridge as usual, but the weather 
became severely cold and Scoutmaster New did not go back to CASCO on Tuesday. 
Arriving at the bridge on Wednesday morning he found the river frozen so solidly that 
it was possible to walk all the way to CASCO at her moorings. While others enjoyed 
the week or so of skating on the river, the scouts were concerned as to what would 
become of CASCO when the ice broke up. To try and save her from being carried 
away, every available length of rope was strung between the ship and the shore and an 
open channel was cut in the ice about three feet wide. It ran from the shore some 


11 


distance downstream from the ship, passing outside the hull and continuing at an 
angle to the shore upstream. This channel was kept open daily despite kneedeep snow 
and ice. The precautions proved successful when the thaw came. Practicing the 
preparedness motto of scouting, the Assistant Scoutmaster had moved ashore in the 


interim. 


In 1916, the Scouts relinquished their charge to Captain Harry W. Crosby of Seattle 
who in turn sold her to Captain C. Wicke of San Francisco. During 1917 CASCO did 
some salvage work. Sailing in 1918 on his honeymoon voyage to the South Sea 
Islands, Captain Wicke almost lost his bride when a shark pulled her overboard when 
she was fishing. Leaping into the water after her, Captain Wicke stabbed the shark and 
saved her life. Returned to San Francisco in 1919, Captain Wicke operated CASCO 
for a local cod fishing company. In April of 1919 CASCO carried a cargo of salt to the 
Aleutians for the fishing company. 


On | June, 1919 CASCO sailed from San Francisco on what would be her last 
voyage. Under command of Captain C.L. Oliver and carrying 27 miners and sailors on 
a gold hunting expedition to Siberia, she reached Nome in 42 days. She was then 
headed for the Kolyma River in Siberia. Reaching Kolchin Bay with considerable 
difficulty caused by shallow water and drift ice, CASCO was forced to return 
eastward. It was decided to return to San Francisco for the winter. On 8 September the 
vessel was driven hard ashore on King Island in the Bering Sea and all hands 
abandoned ship in favour of some deserted houses on the island. After waiting in vain 
for help, six men set out in an open skin boat on 19 September for Nome, some 60 
miles distant. On arrival they reported the plight of their shipmates and the U.S. 
Revenue Cutter BEAR, under Captain C.S. Cochran, was despatched to their rescue. 
CASCO was beyond salvage. 


C.G.S. Alaska from page 4 


NORTHWESTERN and reached Seattle on 11 September 1916. Anderson returned 
to Victoria, B.C. on the S.S. SOL DUC and, with the Naval Stores Officer at H.M.C. 


Dockyard, Esquimalt, wound up all the administrative affairs of Canada’s first major 
scientific expedition to the Arctic. 


Before leaving Nome however, Anderson had in his own way completed another 
important aspect of his expedition. Down on the beach where ALASKA was hauled 
up, he had taker pictures of the ship from all angles, his way of saying good-bye 
perhaps, to the ship that had served his expedition for four years. In her time as C.G:S. 
ALASKA she had carried scientists and: missionaires, a newborn baby and suspected 
murderers, and had witnessed both a funeral and a baptism. ALASKA had had he 
troubles with shallow waters, a balky engine, and the Arctic ice, but she successfully 


completed her mission as flagship of the Southern Party of the Canadian Arctic 
Expedition. ; 
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